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Shalom:
k
W Mrs. Stenbakken,
^ ^ ^ ^ you are in charge of
Women's Ministries at the highest level of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church. Could you
describe for us the nature of this
ministry? Why do we need such
a ministry? Why is it important?
Why not a men's ministry? I suppose you may have heard that
kind of question before.
Stenbakken: I would say that
Women's Ministries is the department of the church that ministers
to women. Women have many
different needs; they want to be involved in the mission of the
church, and one of the needs of
women is also to be represented
in the church. So part of my job
is to represent women to the
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church and then also to develop
programs to meet the needs of
women. Women in the church
and also women out of the
church—I am interested in all
women.
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Shabbat Shalom: In your
view, what is the role of women
in the church, in Christian society; do they have a role to play?
Stenbakken:
Definitely,
women have always had a role.
Sometimes the role has been pub-

lic and recognized, but women
have always had a role. I think that
the role of women in the Christian
church partly is to develop their
talents, their spiritual gifts, whatever they are, and to use them in
whatever way God directs. Many
women in biblical history have
been great leaders—Deborah! I
think of Sarah, that the promise of
God had to come through Sarah.
The fact that Abraham had a child
wasn't good enough. God was not
satisfied until it was Sarah's baby.
I think that was very important. So
many strong women, and we ignore them a lot.
Shabbat Shalom: It has been
said that women in history have
been the oldest victims of history.
What do you think of that statement? Do you think this judgeApril 19981 SHABBAT SHALOM 9

ment is justified; does it apply also
to Christian history?
Stenbakken: First of all, I
think that there is a problem in
having a victim mentality. I don't
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question: Have you observed
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women in your community? If
yes, what form did it take? And
how did you respond to it?
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like to think of myself as a victim
or women as victims; and yet, at
the same time, society has picked
on women a lot. It seems to me
that when God said to Eve that the
"snake will have enmity," I think
it was also enmity against the
women in many ways, and she immediately began suffering as a result of it. Society has compounded
those problems. I think if women
just had pain in childbirth that
would have been enough. But then
to make her subject to man in her
home and society and in the
church without recognizing her
abilities and her contributions—I
think in many ways they have become a victim. Unfortunately in
Christianity too; you asked about
Christianity?
Shabbat Shalom: Yes.
Stenbakken: Christianity reflects society and so women have
become victimized. Also I think
in so many areas in society, for instance let's say war or refugees,
women suffer more. The women
are mostly responsible for the children, the nurture and the care of
the children. The men are either
killed or sent to war and leave the
women with double responsibility,
as well as the fact that she has
physical and hygienic problems in
addition to those of a man. In
many ways, women are victims;
and yet, in spite of that, women
have come through victorious and
with flying colors.
Shabbat Shalom: A sensitive
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Stenbakken: I have seen discrimination. I try not to keep track
of it—to march on in spite of it. I
think the best way to respond to
discrimination is to show that it's
not deserved, that we are better
than that. But there does come a
point, as I am sure that any Jewish
person would say, when you say
enough already, and you have to
stand up for yourself.
Shabbat Shalom: Yes, it is interesting that you make a parallel
between Jewish fate, suffering, oppression, and women's fate, suffering, oppression.
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Stenbakken: Discrimination is
discrimination, whether it's racial
discrimination, gender discrimination, or religious discrimination.
One of the interesting things to me
that I notice is that in almost all
societies and religions when they

become, I think I would say,
superconservative, it seems that
they discriminate against women
even more. I am not sure what that
proves, but women suffer as a result of the overzealousness of religions.
Shabbat Shalom: That is an
interesting observation. So, you
think we should educate men and
women in this domain. You are
an educator yourself—a mother,
a teacher with degrees in education—what shall we do regarding
this issue?
Stenbakken: Yes, we should
educate everyone. In Women's
Ministries, we have more access to
the women than we do to the men
for educating. You asked earlier
about men's ministries. Yes, I think
that there should be men's ministries. Yet, one of the reasons we
have women's ministries is that for
the most part in most religions,
Christianity included, it has been
the men in charge, and so the
women haven't had the opportunity to develop their own programs. So now, we have that opportunity. Anytime men want
their own ministry, they've got all
the processes necessary in order to
develop this, and they can go ahead
and have it.
Shabbat Shalom: In fact, by
educating men about women you
educate society.
Stenbakken: Yes. One of the
first things women have to do is to
educate the children of the next
generation, boys and girls. We
need to educate from the pulpit;
we need to educate in every way
that we can: through the written
media, through everywhere. Yes!
Educate that all people are created
in God's image, and God cares
about all of us and has given all of
us gifts. When He speaks, He
speaks to all of us.
Shabbat Shalom: How shall
we teach men to have the right approach toward women?
Stenbakken: I think one of the
things that we need to do as reli-

gious leaders is see what Scripture
really does in fact say. There is a
lot of misinterpretation, and
women have not become involved
in studying Scripture to know what
Scripture does in fact really say.
Shabbat Shalom: You are saying that our approach to the Scriptures should be to listen to the
Scriptures and not to introduce
into the Scriptures our own prejudice.
Stenbakken: And to study and
learn for ourselves, not just have
someone interpret it for us.
Women for a long time have allowed other people to interpret all
religion for them rather than studying and interpreting it for themselves.
Shabbat Shalom: Since we are
talking about Scriptures and the
interpretation of Scriptures, do
you see God in masculine or in
feminine terms?
Stenbakken: I see God as
both. I think that we, men and
women, are created in the image
of God; and if we are created in
the image of God, that means that
God has both masculine and feminine traits. Now, He is referred to
in Scripture as the Father, and I'm
willing to accept that; I have no
problem with that.
Shabbat Shalom: But He
sometimes has some motherly features?
Stenbakken: He does: the
"mother-hen" description in Scripture, or the "breast" feature of nurture.
Shabbat Shalom: Mercy, the
word mercy in Hebrew comes
from the word rehem which
means "the womb."
Stenbakken: I've understood
that. Yes, that's nice; that's full of
nurture and protection.
Shabbat Shalom: What do
you think of women in the pastoral ministry?
Stenbakken: I attend a church
that has a woman pastor. I think
she makes a very valuable contribution in that women see things

differently than men do, particularly in the area of nurture, in the
area of inclusion, in the area of
emotional care; and so I am very
happy that I have a woman that I
can talk to as a woman.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you see
some particularity in women's sensitivity, in women's mentality,
which may not be found in men's
frame of mind for instance?
Stenbakken: I do. I think that
women are more willing to listen.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you
explain that?
Stenbakken: I think that
women are more inclusive. Let's
just say that on a committee I think
women are more cognizant of
whether or not everyone has had a
chance to participate, whether everyone has been able to be heard.
That the emotional feelings of
people matter more.
Shabbat Shalom: They're
more sensitive.
Stenbakken: I think so.
Shabbat Shalom: What would
be your advice to women who feel
a call to the pastoral ministry?
Stenbakken: I would say that
they should enter very carefully—
make sure that God is calling them.
Shabbat Shalom: Isn't this
true for men too?
Stenbakken: Absolutely. I
think they should enter it very
prayerfully, which is true for men
also. I think that they need to be
strong, and this could be a problem. Strong women sometimes
turn other people off; and yet, if
you are going to be constantly running into opposition or misunderstanding, you have got to be strong.
It is important that they not be issue-oriented because for a women
to become a pastor just because she
wants to set things right on some
agenda is going to run into problems.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you
think that other cultures and other
religions have something to learn
from Christians, perhaps even
more specifically from Seventh-

Facts
Poverty. Women make up half the
world's population, do two-rhirds
of the work, earn ten percent of
the pay and own one percent of
rhe property. 70% of the world's
desperately poor are women.
Work Hours/Conditions. 2/3 to 3/4
of household work in developed
regions is performed by women.
In most countries observed,
women spend 30 hours or more
on housework each week while
men spend around 10-15 hours
per week. A recent Canadian
study shows that 52% of wives
employed full-time had all of the
responsibility for housework, 28%
had most of the responsibility.
Only 10% had partners who
shared equally.
Literacy. Almost 1 billion adults are illiterate. 2/3 to 3/4 of those are
women. There are at least 38 countries where more than 25 percent
of women aged 15-24 are illiterate.
Health Risks. Over 1000 women a day
die in childbirth. It adds up to about
500,000 a year. It is estimated that
70% or more women in Burkina
Faso, Djibouti, Erirrea, Erhiopia,
Mali, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and
Sudan suffer genital mutilation.
Abuse. England and Wales: 1:4 murder victims are wives killed by husbands. Similar statistics for Poland
and Vanuatu.
United States: 3-4 million women
are battered yearly by husbands/
partners.
Bangladesh: 50% of women murdered
were victims of domestic violence.
Australia (New South Wales): of homicides solved by police between
1968-1981, 42.5% occurred
within family relationships.
Papua New Guinea: 67% of wives report suffering marital violence.
Colombia: 20% of cases of bodily injury in hospitals in Bogota were due
to domestic violence, with women
as victims in 94% of the cases.
Egypt, Jamaica, Greece: 1:5 divorces are granted on grounds
of spousal cruelty.
Leadership Training and Mentoring.
As of 1995, only 24 women have
been elected heads of State or Government, half since 1990.
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other. Therefore one of the issues
day Adventists, about the role of
that we're particularly working with
women in society? Do you think
is the issue of literacy. The United
there is something special there?
Nations identifies some one billion
Stenbakken: I would hope so,
adults that can't read and someor else we need to go back and look
where around two-thirds to threeat why we are here. If we don't have
fourths of those are women and
something to say to society, if we
many of them in the Sub-Sahara,
don't have something to say regardNorth Africa, Middle East, and
ing the needs of people and what
Southern Asia areas of the world.
God can do for them, then we
So we are interested in helping the
don't have anything to say at all.
women particularly
So when we have
in the area of litsomething that can
eracy. Another area
make a difference
When
we
have
where women are
for people, can give
different than men
them hope, can give
something
that
is that women have
them a vision of
less money, less
can make
a
what God is really
property, less salary,
like, then we have
difference
for
they do more of the
something to say to
work and receive
them. And yes, I
people,
can
give
less of the pay, so we
certainly hope that
are addressing that.
as Christians, as
them
hope,
can
Also, in that area,
Seventh-day
Adventists, as Jew- give
them
a
vision we want to help
women to organize
ish
men
and
of what
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is
themselves so that
women who have
they have time for
had a whole history
really
like,
then
spiritual developof Scripture, we
ment, in spite of the
would have somewe
have
fact that they have
thing to say to socito work more.
ety. Yes, I would
something
to say
hope so.
Shabbat Shalom:
to
them.
Shabbat ShaThose are broader
lom: Is there someissues. Do you see
thing in particular
something particuthat you would like to add in relar in Seventh-day Adventist socigards to the issue of women's minety which really deserves your atistry?
tention in your ministry?
Stenbakken: I want to see
Stenbakken: One of the things
women become more spiritually
that I would like to say about
literate, to have time for that;
Women's Ministries in the Sevand, of course, the Sabbath is exenth-day Adventist Church is
tremely important. We are suprather an interesting thing. When
posed to lay aside our regular
Women's Ministries first started,
work; but, for many women, the
they looked at what some of the
children still need to be taken
issues were that affected women,
care of and there are still things
and they came up with six issues.
that need to be done even on the
One of the fascinating things is that
Sabbath. I also want to see
it doesn't make any difference
women have more opportunity
whether or not the women are Chrisand training for greater particitian or non-Christian, are in develpation in the caring and mission
oped countries or nondeveloped
of the Church. More involveareas, in the church or out of the
ment by the women in real serchurch. These six issues seem to
vice and ministry.
affect women to some degree or
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Shabbat Shalom: You are
making a connection here between the Sabbath and women
which is a very biblical connection
and a connection which exists in
Jewish tradition too. In fact,
when we look at the Creation
story, we have two Creation stories; each Creation is divided into
seven sections. The seventh section of the first Creation story is
the Sabbath, and the seventh section of second Creation story is
the creation of woman; we have a
parallel here which is justified.
Stenbakken: I didn't know
that. I'm fascinated by that. One
of my personal loves is looking at
Scripture from the point of its literary construction. I can't read
Hebrew, unfortunately, but I have
studied some about Hebrew poetry
and Hebrew writing—it just fascinates me. The writing of Scripture is so incredibly beautifully
done.
Shabbat Shalom: And you
know, by making this observation,
you are answering one of my questions on how women respond to
religion. I have observed in teaching Hebrew literature that women
are more sensitive to the beauty,
to the language of the text; men
are more interested in facts, objects, so they are complementary.
Stenbakken: My favorite book
of the Bible is Ruth and looking at
the motifs in it. I'm told that in
Hebrew there are 71 words in the
introduction and 71 words in the
ending of it. The beautiful balance
there, finding the center of the chiasm (you know all this kind of
stuff), just really gets me excited.
I love that. I especially like the
kinsman-redeemer motif.
Shabbat Shalom: Thank you
very much, Mrs. Stenbakken, for
your insights. You helped us to
get a more comprehensive picture
of the issue of women; and at the
same time, you have opened our
windows to see beyond our building and see other landscapes.

